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Terry Wrigley 
Statistics can be a serious tool of critical analysis, by providing a graphic overview of a situation. However 
they can also distort reality by reducing educational processes - and children themselves - to numerical data: 
the only thing that matters is what can be counted. 
There is widespread international concern among education researchers about ‘governance by numbers’ – 
the excessive reliance on statistical calculations to evaluate learning and schools and to generate policy, 
which leads to an anaemic view of education.  
In England ‘governance by numbers’ is combined with top-down surveillance (Ofsted, performance pay, 
top-down lesson observations) to induce fear and panic. Statistical calculations compare schools, often 
unfairly, while teachers are kept in a permanent state of anxiety by the risk of inspection and performance 
review - a toxic mix.  
Within this system built on fear, headteachers made anxious about the possibility of a poor year’s results or a 
negative Ofsted feel obliged to create the impression of doing everything possible to boost performance. 
Such attempts to Ofsted-proof the school can lead to impossible workload demands. It is no surprise, then, 
that teachers’ working hours have gone through the roof because of the time spent preparing and assessing – 
or rather showing that you are. In some schools teachers have been expected to write out and file every 
lesson plan, provide proof of marking in a particular way, and keep copious records.  
This climate of fear has become known as performativity:   
the uncertainty and instability of being judged in different ways, by different means, through 
different agents; the ‘bringing off’ of performances – the flow of changing demands, expectations 
and indicators that make us continually accountable and constantly recorded…. It is a recipe for 
ontological insecurity...  how will we measure up?   
We now operate within a baffling array of figures, performance indicators, comparisons and 
competitions – in such a way that the contentments of stability are increasingly elusive, purposes are 
contradictory, motivations blurred and self worth slippery...  
Here then is guilt, uncertainty, instability, and the emergence of a new subjectivity – a new kind of 
teacher. [1]  
Workload 
When heads feel the need to prove they are running a ‘tight ship’, this creates massive increases in teachers’ 
workload. In 2010 primary teachers were working an average of 50 hours a week; they are now working 59. 
Teachers spend nearly 11 hours preparing and 10 hours assessing and reporting. An extra 3-4 hours are spent 
on ‘general administration’, most of which is also linked to preparation or assessment (eg organising 
resources, keeping records).  
These figures come from the DfE’s own surveys [2].  Such hours are clearly unsustainable and detrimental to 
professional quality. The increase is linked to performativity pressures, not genuine school improvement.  
However, even this presentation of the data is less than honest. The DfE report claims that 80% of these 
hours are during the school day. In fact, this is based on the assumption of reaching school by 8 a.m. and 
leaving at 6 p.m. This has changed from an assumed 8.30 arrival in earlier surveys – a neat sleight of hand. 
In reality though, many teachers have to collect their own children around 5 and give them active attention 
till 8. The only way they can work such long hours is to put in 3 hours after the kids are in bed on weekdays 
and another 7 hours on Saturday or Sunday. It seems being a good teacher is no longer compatible with 
being a good parent!  
Ofsted have at last responded to union pressure and clarified [3] that they no longer expect to see individual 
lesson plans, nor ‘unnecessary written dialogue between teachers and pupils in exercise books’. This is a 
relief, but actually it is Ofsted itself which generates the fear, and primary teacher Jack Marwood [4] claims 
that practices such as ‘triple marking’ have continued.  
Using data to speak back to power 
This article reviews some of the ways in which statistical data is misused. As well as taking attention away 
from important aspects of education such as personal development and citizenship, the statistics are often 
used dishonestly to create a distorted impression, putting undue pressure on teachers. They are also used to 
prop up the dysfunctional and unreliable Ofsted system by providing an illusion of mathematical objectivity.  
Teachers need to speak back to power, and one useful tool is to point to flaws in the use of data. At the same 
time we should not neglect the importance of thinking about how ‘governance by numbers’ is reductionist 
and limits education itself.     
Similar schools and floor targets 
School Effectiveness is a research paradigm which attempts to compare schools with one another in terms of 
measurable outcomes, and then to ascertain by statistical means what makes some schools more ‘effective’. 
Its overreliance on what can be quantified has led to sharp criticism.  
However, its researchers have generally accepted the need to compare like with like, and that some schools 
are working in more challenging circumstances than others. They soon began to use data such as the 
percentage of pupils entitled to free school meals (FSM) in order to match schools. The FSM data is easily 
available, but it is a clumsy ‘proxy indicator’ of the extent of poverty in an area, and does not take into 
account parents’ occupations or educational levels. It does not reflect the psychological impact of chronic 
unemployment or living in areas blighted by de-industrialisation. Two schools might both have 25% FSM, 
but if one also has 25% of parents in graduate occupations – a bipolar distribution – its results are likely to 
be higher.  
So comparisons based on FSM can be misleading, but they are better than nothing. It was inexcusable, 
therefore, for Gordon Brown’s Labour government to invent the ‘floor target’ – a minimum percentage of 
pupils who had to reach a certain level regardless of the challenges within its student population. This was a 
manifest injustice, and was used to pick off schools for forced academisation. The hurdle has been raised 
year after year to catch more schools.   
The other criterion, which may appear fairer, is ‘value added’,, i.e. judging schools according to whether 
their pupils have made sufficient progress in English and Maths. For secondary schools, it is based on the 
myth that a Level 3 child at KS2 should normally obtain a D at GCSE, a Level 4 should get a C, and a Level 
5 should reach a B – i.e. ‘three levels of progress’.  
The fairness of this method is also an illusion since it is much harder to make ‘three levels of progress’ from 
the lower levels at KS2. In maths, only 33% do so from Level 3, 70% from Level 4, and 81% from Level 5. 
The unfairness is even greater if we consider sub-levels: only 25% of L3c obtain a grade C, while 96% of 
L5a obtain a B. The range is less in English, but still huge: 40% to 99%. [5]  
This puts intolerable pressures on teachers in disadvantaged areas. It can affect their pay and job security and 
expose them to more oppressive supervision. It can lead to a narrower, more mechanistic style of teaching, 
and a loss of pupil motivation, since teachers are driven towards teaching to the test. Schools with higher 
attaining entrants tend to escape this kind of pressure. 
Ofsted and the ‘objectivity’ of performance data 
Ofsted supposedly regards pupil progress as a major criterion for making judgements, but it now appears that 
prior attainment rather than progress is the decisive factor, at least according to the evidence for the 
secondary phase. (Does anyone have data for primary?) In selective areas, 76% of grammar schools are 
deemed Outstanding but only 13% of secondary moderns. Among comprehensive schools, almost all schools 
with above average prior attainment are judged Good or Outstanding, while those with low prior attainment 
are at great risk of negative judgements. [6]  
Ofsted provides its inspection teams with mountains of data, but this creates only the illusion of fairness and 
objectivity, not its substance. Certainly Ofsted’s own quality control systems are about consistency, not truth 
i.e. the art of not getting caught out.  
The gap 
There are many reasons why the average outcomes of young people growing up in poverty are lower than for 
other students. What is inexcusable is the attempt by Coalition ministers, whose policies actively increase 
child poverty, to blame teachers for ‘the gap’. The extent of child poverty across Britain is scandalous, and 
this has a complex effect on young people’s wellbeing, confidence and achievement.   
Despite all the accountability pressures placed upon schools, the gap between pupils with FSM entitlement 
and the rest is still substantial – currently 18 percentage points difference for reaching expected levels in all 
of reading, writing and maths. The Government’s answer is to exploit the statistics to show that some 
schools appear to have closed the gap, so that they can then blame other schools and tell teachers they need 
to work harder. The other magic answer, of course, is privatisation: label the school a failure and hand it over 
to an academy chain.  
In fact some recent research by Ofsted itself [7] shows the fallacy of these bullying responses. In both 
primary and secondary schools, the gap is just as large in schools judged Outstanding or Good, even though 
both FSM and non-FSM achieve higher (p53) 
This is not to suggest we cannot learn lessons from some exceptional schools, including how they carry 
through a commitment to social justice. However the statistical data does not support the political blame-
game.  
One of the consequences of ‘governance by numbers’ is a reliance on specific countable categories, so that 
young people are no longer considered as individuals with real narratives and situations, but as bundles of 
pathologies: ‘a FSM white-British male with SEN’. ‘Pupil Premium pupils’ are being labelled, listed, 
displayed and in some schools even taught separately. The labels create the illusion of teachers 
understanding something of the individual child’s life, but actually make it more difficult to engage with the 
complex reality.     
Pupil Premium and the Toolkit  
Finally, governance by numbers now involves the offer of quick-fix remedies to low attainment, in the form 
of the Toolkit [8] published by the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF). The Toolkit claims to identify 
the cheapest and most effective interventions, but is a crude device.  
Its method is based on stirring together hundreds of meta-analyses reporting on many thousands of pieces of 
research to measure the effectiveness of interventions. This is like claiming that a hammer is the best way to 
crack a nut, but without distinguishing between coconuts and peanuts, or saying whether the experiment used 
a sledgehammer or the inflatable plastic one that you won at the fair.  
Top of the list comes something loosely called ‘Feedback’. This appears particularly cost-effective because 
schools don’t have to pay for it: teachers simply stay up late marking books. 
In fact, feedback can involve many different kinds of activity, some of which take up no extra time. The best 
feedback can involve giving a student useful tips during an activity. It is the climate of fear which has led 
many heads to issue instructions about how many pieces of ‘deep marking’ they must evidence each week.  
This is a classic case of fear leading to knee-jerk responses based on inadequate understanding. The EEF 
Toolkit is actually a crude device designed to offer quick-fix remedies to low attainment, based on 
inappropriate statistical procedures. It claims to identify the cheapest and most effective interventions to help 
‘close the gap’. It is the latest addition to England’s complex system of ‘governance by numbers’ (league 
tables, RAISEonline, Ofsted grades, SATs and 5 A*-C scores, floor targets etc.) 
Many of the limitations are acknowledged in the Technical Appendices, and some of the differences  
between research studies are shown among the references, but in practice the league table format and 
average effects in terms of ‘months progress’ will lead to simplistic and erroneous responses. 
Specifically on Feedback, the Toolkit provides some more specific references to back up its very general 
claims, but many of these are over 20 years old and currently unobtainable. Seven more detailed references 
are given, each with an ‘effect size’, but these range from .97 to .20. Which is to be believed? Summaries 
follow, in highly technical language, mostly without indicating which stage or subject, what kind of learning, 
what kind of feedback, which countries the research took place in, and so on. Some of the sources are very 
critical of particular types of feedback. The EEF itself funded one experiment, but with zero effect! [8]   
Meta-analyses are used in Medicine to enable researchers to complement the reading of other research, 
though not to substitute for it; for example, if experiments have been based on small samples, averaging the 
results can suggest a general trend.  
But the medical literature contains serious warnings against the misuse of meta-analysis. Statisticians are 
warned not to mix together different treatments, types of patient or outcome measures – the ‘apples and 
pears’ problem. If the original results differ strongly, they are advised to highlight the difference, not provide 
a misleading average. [9] This is exactly what has not happened in the Toolkit, which should never have 
provided an average score for “Feedback”  since the word has so many meanings:  
‘A teacher or parent can provide corrective information, a peer can provide an alternative strategy, a 
book can provide information to clarify ideas, a parent can provide encouragement, and a learner can 
look up the answer to evaluate the correctrness of a response.’ [10] 
None of the research suggests the need to overload teachers with mountains of marking. Comments on 
written work is one way to provide feedback, but other forms include monitoring learners during a practical 
process, providing judicious hints on tackling a problem, steering them to think about alternative solutions 
and methods, and so on.  
There is nothing straightforward about implementing an intervention called ‘Feedback’. Indeed there is no 
generic entity called ‘feedback’ which on average adds 8 months progress!  
Improving learning and enhancing achievement requires a thoughtful process of staff development, not the 
quick-fix solutions implied by a ‘Toolkit’. This quality of staff development is unlikely to happen in a 
climate of exhaustion and fear.  
Other categories in this league table of ‘effective’ interventions to close the gap are equally misleading. 
Although a close scrutiny of the research cited for Teaching Assistants analyses the circumstances in which 
they can have considerable impact, this crude ‘league table’ approach, with its misleading and meaningless 
summary of  +1 month, will inevitably trigger a damaging knee-jerk response in many schools.   
Conclusion 
Governance by numbers, combined with high-stakes surveillance methods, is part of a ruthless efficiency 
drive to squeeze more and more out of teachers in order to increase ‘human capital’ for the profit-making 
economy. This neoliberal claim is spurious: increasing qualifications does not create jobs and capitalism 
already squanders the knowledge and skills of large numbers of well qualified young people.   
Bullying by numbers has a restrictive effect on education, leads to superficial learning, and is seriously 
damaging teachers’ lives.  
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